Last word : opportunity to educate by Davis, Julie
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
Davis, Julie M. (2008) Last word : opportunity to educate. Government
News, 28(9), p. 50.
This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/67827/
c© Copyright 2008 Please consult the author
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:
Last word 
 
If Julie Davis could send a message to government, it would be this……. 
There are 6 ½ billion people on Earth, all wanting reasonable quality of life. This can’t be 
achieved within the Earth’s limits. Humans need to learn to live sustainability if we want 
everyone, including future generations, to have healthy and fulfilling lives.  Learning to 
live sustainably needs to begin early, bringing together two of the most topical areas of 
public policy in Australia - early childhood and the environment.  
Children, the most vulnerable humans, are the recipients of the best and worst that we 
pass on. For many, particularly those in rich societies, opportunities seem endless and 
exciting. Yet, even they are at the greatest risk from our increasingly vexed interactions 
with natural environments because they face greater, and longer, exposure to the worst 
of the consequences.  
There is great hope in human ingenuity to create new systems and technologies to 
ameliorate, for example, the impacts of climate change. Yet, as important as science, 
technology and economic solutions will be, there is also need for greater emphasis on 
the social sciences – especially education – to contribute to global sustainability. 
The Sustainable Schools movement, for example, encourages school communities to 
engage in water and energy conservation, green their grounds, learn about, and act to 
overcome local environmental problems. However, it’s not just teachers and students in 
schools who are learning to think and act as eco-citizens!  
Because of their close family and community connections, early learning centres – 
childcare centres, kindergartens and preschools - are well placed to build capabilities 
around sustainability. Even very young children can be environmental ‘change agents’, 
learning to be problem-solvers and solution-seekers, to care for their playground 
gardens and habitats, to look after the worm farm, to manage water and to recycle their 
scraps.  
As the early childhood education sector engages with the sustainability agenda, a new 
field is emerging - early childhood education for sustainability (ECEfS). Policy-makers in 
education and sustainability need to know about this. The inaugural ECEfS conference 
was in Sydney in 2007 with participants from all states and New Zealand. In 2008, state 
and national early childhood professional associations have included sustainability as a 
conference theme. A growing number of early childhood centres are working hard to 
change their approaches and philosophies to be more in tune with eco-friendly practices, 
pedagogies, and to reduce their ecological footprints. 
Early childhood education is diverse, fragmented and under-resourced. A lot of catch-up 
is required to bring ECEfS into the mainstream. This is plea to professionals in BOTH 
early childhood and in sustainability to work together to support this fledgling field. 
Central to ECEfS is the call for quality environments where young children can 
experience nature, get dirty, have room to move, and can develop skills and dispositions 
as problem-solvers and solutions seekers. This requires quality educators who 
understand the issues underpinning sustainability, are comfortable outdoors, can 
capitalize on everyday phenomena and events with children, and can appropriately 
teach eco-friendly habits to replace our unsustainable ones.  
We need to do things differently. Innovative partnerships are required that: 
• support existing teacher networks in ECEfS, grow new networks, and aid their 
coordination; 
• fund quality research to support ECEfS;  
• help to create and disseminate ‘best practice’ in ECEfS through effective 
professional development; and  
• advocate for all preservice early childhood courses to include education for 
sustainability. 
Do our politicians and policy makers have the courage to cross the boundaries between 
sustainability science, education and early childhood policy to produce long-term healthy 
and sustainable environments for young children?  
 
This would be a real ‘education revolution’! 
 
 
